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For the second consecutive year, US President Bill Clinton has recommended that Congress
decertify Colombia as an ally in efforts to curb illegal drug trafficking, although administration
officials said they would not impose economic sanctions. While other South American countries
expressed satisfaction at being spared decertification, Clinton's recommendations were criticized in
the US and abroad. Each March 1, the US president must send his recommendations to Congress
regarding 32 drug-producing countries (see NotiSur, 03/08/96).
This year, Clinton certified that 23 of those countries were fully cooperating with the US or had
taken adequate steps to meet international counternarcotics performance standards. The Latin
American countries receiving US certification are Bolivia, Brazil, the Dominican Republic, Ecuador,
Guatemala, Haiti, Mexico, Panama, Paraguay, Peru, and Venezuela. At the same time, Clinton said
that "vital national interests" require three countries Belize, Lebanon, and Pakistan to be certified
despite serious problems in their anti-narcotics efforts. And, in addition to Colombia, the President
denied certification to Afghanistan, Burma, Iran, Nigeria, and Syria.

Mexico's certification a bitter pill for Colombia
In contrast to Colombia, President Clinton certified that Mexico despite a flurry of recent
corruption charges is cooperating fully with US anti-narcotics programs (see SourceMex, 02/26/97
and 03/05/97). Many Colombian officials expressed anger that Mexico received certification
while Colombia was denied. And, Mexican officials joined Colombians in criticizing the yearly
certification, saying Washington should concentrate on reducing the demand for illegal drugs within
its own borders.
Colombian Interior Minister Horacio Cerpa said the evaluation process is based on "an imperialist
attitude," while Mexican Foreign Minister Jose Gurria said it "disrupts the relations" between
countries. Certification "is an arrogant process" that "perpetuates the myth that supply, rather than
demand, is the essence of the alarming consumption by people in the US," said Jorge Montano, a
former Mexican ambassador to the UN. "That is an obvious fallacy." Meanwhile, in the US, John
Sweeney, a researcher with the conservative Heritage Foundation, called the certification process
"absolutely hypocritical and lacking moral substance" because it has been politicized. The question,
"Who certifies the US?" was asked both in the US and in Latin America. "Washington wouldn't
necessarily emerge with flying colors," said the Council on Hemispheric Affairs, a liberal institute in
Washington (see NotiSur, 03/10/95 and 02/09/96).
The 1996 report by the UN's International Narcotics Control Board bears that out. The report
underlines that the biggest illicit drug market in the world is in the US and that recently "the
incidence of abuse of cocaine, cannabis, and hallucinogens among youth" has been increasing. The
report also cited the increase in marijuana cultivation and the manufacture of methamphetamines
in the US and said drug abuse in the US is responsible for much of the trafficking in Mexico.
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Huge Colombian public relations campaign fails to convince US The Samper administration and
Colombian business organizations invested more than US$2 million in a public- relations campaign
to convince the US to reverse last year's decertification. In addition, the country has engaged
in intensive legislative and diplomatic efforts to appease US officials (see NotiSur, 02/17/95 and
01/31/97).
In recent weeks, the Colombian Congress approved a law increasing sentences for convicted drug
traffickers, and the government signed a maritime interdiction accord with the US allowing US
agents to board suspicious vessels in Colombian waters to search for drug shipments. During the
past few months, Colombia also passed a new law making it easier to seize drug bosses' assets (see
NotiSur, 12/20/96).
Nevertheless, one of the main US demands the restoration of extradition, which was abolished by
the 1991 Constitution was not met. On Feb. 27, in a 6-3 decision, Colombia's Constitutional Court
ruled a 1979 extradition treaty with the US was unconstitutional and said that no political authority
can "offer, grant, or solicit the extradition" of Colombians as long as the 1991 Constitution remains
in effect. The only option left to the government is to push Congress to amend Article 35 of the
Constitution during the regular session of Congress, which convenes later this month.
Colombia's refusal to hand over its citizens who are accused by the courts of other countries and
the alleged corruption in the Samper administration were among the reasons cited by the US for
decertifying Colombia. In addition, US officials said coca production in Colombia rose 30% last year,
heroin production is on the rise, and jailed drug bosses continue to run their businesses from their
cells.

Samper is the real cause for decertification
The primary reason, however, is Samper, said Marc Chernick, head of Andean and Amazonian
studies at Georgetown University. "It was clear that whatever Colombia did, it would not be
enough," Chernick said. "The US has made it clear. It rejects President Samper." In explaining
the decision, Clinton administration officials emphasized Samper's links to the drug cartels (see
NotiSur, 07/19/96, 12/06/96, 01/31/97). "Corruption remains rampant at the highest levels of the
Colombian government and senior officials are failing to cooperate with us in the fight against
drugs," said Secretary of State Madeleine Albright.
The Samper administration responded angrily to the US decertification. In a speech in Santa Fe
de Bogota, Samper said the decision was "fundamentally unjust," adding that certification has
become "an unacceptable instrument of political discrimination." "Entire decades of friendship,
alliance and cooperation have been erased by a procedure devoid of any objectivity," Vice President
Carlos Lemos Simmonds said from London, where he serves as Colombia's ambassador. Lemos
said Washington is in no position to judge Colombia because drug use in the US "has increased
in an alarming way, generating a voracious demand that promotes production of narcotics." What
most worried Colombia and those who trade with it was the possibility that discretionary economic
sanctions could be imposed following a second decertification.
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Among the sanctions the US could impose are: an increase in import duties, elimination of
preferential trade standards, the disruption of air cargo service between the two countries, the
confiscation of assets and property in the US, the freezing of bank accounts, and the repeal of US
visas held by Colombians. However, the US ambassador to Bogota, Myles Frechette, said on March
1 that Washington would not impose additional economic sanctions despite decertification, and he
indicated that aid could even increase.
Frechette also said the Clinton administration would be willing to grant financial support to
Colombia's private sector for investments in the country. Other Latin American countries receive US
approval Although Bolivia was certified, the State Department's report submitted to Clinton before
his decision said the country's coca production was only surpassed by that of Peru and Colombia.
Despite aggressive eradication efforts, new plantings have essentially wiped out any reduction
in the number of hectares under cultivation (see NotiSur, 11/22/96). Although the government
eradicated 7,500 ha in the Chapare, the area where most illegal coca is grown, 7,000 new ha were
planted during the same period.
Nevertheless, Bolivia was praised for introducing bills in the legislature to reform the judicial
system and curb money laundering, even though the legislation has not yet been passed. And, most
important for the US, the administration of President Gonzalo Sanchez de Lozada signed a new
extradition treaty (see NotiSur, 11/22/96). Another country breathing a sigh of relief is Paraguay,
which in 1994 and 1995 received a "national security" waiver to decertification.
This year, the State Department report praised the country's "serious commitment" to fight drug
trafficking, including firing corrupt officials at all levels of government. Robert Gelbard, US assistant
secretary of state for international narcotics and law enforcement, also praised President Juan Carlos
Wasmosy for increasing bilateral anti- drug efforts with the US and for signing agreements with
Argentina, Brazil, and Bolivia. In its report on Peru, the State Department said that the level of coca
cultivation was the lowest since 1986, thanks in large part to the anti-drug policies of President
Alberto Fujimori.
Venezuela was certified despite the State Department's assessment that it "failed to demonstrate
sufficient will to take a strong stance against drug trafficking." The report also said Venezuela failed
to encourage the military and police to cooperate. Nevertheless, the report said that the US "will
assist Venezuela in reforming its judicial system and strengthening national institutions that direct
the counternarcotics effort."
In February, Venezuela launched a massive new campaign to combat drug production, trafficking,
consumption, and money-laundering activities. Carlos Tablante, president of the National Anti-drug
Commission (CNA), said that among the immediate objectives of the plan is the total eradication
of coca and poppy plantations in the Sierra de Perija, on the northeastern border with Colombia.
(Sources: Inter Press Service, 02/03/97, 02/25/97; Associate Press, Reuter, 02/28/97; The New York
Times, 02/15/97, 03/01/97; Agence France-Presse, The Miami Herald, Notimex, Spanish news service
EFE, United Press International, 03/01/97; Reuter, 03/03/97)
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